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THE SPIRIT OF POETRY AND
THE IMPORTANCE OF JOY
Shelley's Revolutionary Animism
John Freeman

helley was a political and social reformer, a travel writer,
gifted amateur philosopher and scientist, a translator,
vViS^and a writer on history and religion: but he was above
all a poet, and poetry is, as Shelley always insisted, written to
be enjoyed. "Poetry," he asserted in the famous Defence, "is
ever accompanied with pleasure."^ Pleasure, gladness, joy, and
delight are key words in his writings, and they all point to a
central tenet of his philosophy of poetry and of life. If we
would honor the spirit of Shelley today we must open ourselves
also to what he called the spirit of delight. In the "Ode to a
Skylark" he implies quite clearly that his ability to deserve and
reach an audience will depend on his capacity to learn delight
from the music of the delighted bird:
' Shelley's Poetry and Prose, ed. Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers (New
York: Norton, 1977), 486. Hereafter cited as PP-, page numbers only will be cited
in the text.
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Teach me half the gladness
That thy brain must know,
Such harmonious madness
From my lips would flow
The world should listen then—as I am listening now.
(PP228)
But the 1990s, two centuries after Shelley's birth, is a period of
suffering for many people throughout the world: in Shelley's
native country England, in his adopted country Italy, as well as
in more obviously tragic locations elsewhere. We are newly
aware that the damaged earth and its atmosphere share in the
sufferings of humanity. The world we live in seems more
joyless than at any time since the Second World War. If
Shelley is so insistent on what Wordsworth called "the deep
power of joy,"^ we may ask, does this amount merely to an
escapist hedonism, which can have little to say to the grim
realities of our own time.' It is a natural enough question, and
some will answer yes: but my own answer is that Shelley's
gladness, and his insistence on the principle of pleasure, is
precisely what makes him most relevant to a time like ours.
Shelley's own period was in many ways a time like ours.
Unemployment, poverty, and starvation were widespread in
England under a government that many felt to be unmoved by
the distress of the people; in Italy, economic hardship was
compounded by foreign occupation and local despotism, which
despite the beginnings of resistance, could not yet be thrown
off. Shelley's personal life was so marked by physical pain and
emotional estrangements that in its biographical context, his
assertion as a poet that poetry was produced by the "happiest
minds" {PP 504) has an almost Promethean defiance about it.
Though in some respects privileged, Shelley can on the whole
^ William Wordsworth, "Lines composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey," The
Poetical Works of Wordsworth, ed. T. Hutchinson, rvsd. E. De Selincourt (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1936), 164.
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be acquitted of ignorance of the darker side of life. So how
could he, whose blood "boiled in his veins" at the news of the
Peterloo massacre,^ who was incensed by the Austrian
usurpation of lai^e parts of Italy, who fell "upon the thorns of
life" [PP 223) and longed to "lie down like a tired child / And
weep away [his] life of care" {PP 128), how could such a poet
celebrate joy, and the spirit of delight, and why should he want
to if he could? He could, I think, because by an act of spiritual
energy he "spurned the chains of [his] dismay," as he wrote in
his "Ode to Liberty" {PP 229): and he would because without
joy, as Shelley understood, there is no vision, no personal
sanity, no healthfulness of spirit: and without joy—this is his
especial insight—there is no generosity or love. Without joy,
projects to reform the world bear, like the French Revolution,
the seeds of their own destruction.
Why the French Revolution had failed, supposing it was
agreed to have indeed failed, was the key question to any
reformer of Shelley's time who wanted to resist the dominant
pessimism, which argued as it still does that revolutions must
always end in tyranny and cause more suffering than they
dispel. In the Preface to Laon and Cythna, Shelley argued that,
in hindsight, revolutionaries who had been downtrodden and
enslaved should never have been expected to be at once able to
listen to reason and to be tolerant, generous, and responsible (in
his own words: "forbearing, liberal and independent").^ Such
a state of society, he wrote, could only be brought about by
perseverance, hope, courage, and "the systematic efforts of
generations of men of intellect and virtue." As a poet Shelley
hoped to contribute to those efforts, and essential to his
' Shelley to Charles Oilier, 6 September 6 1819: The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley,
ed. Frederick L. Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), IT, 513. Hereafter
cited in the text as Letters.
* Shelley: Poetical Works, ed. T. Hutchinson, corrected G. M. Matthews (OxfordOxford University Press, 1970), 33. Hereafter cited in the text as Works.
Matthews prints the revised text of Laon and Cythna under its revised title. The
Revolt of Islam.
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purpose was the dissemination of joy. In A Defence of Poetry he
writes:
The great secret of morals is love, or a going out of our
own nature and an identification with the beautiful which
exists in thought, action, or person, not our own. A
man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and
comprehensively: he must put himself in the place of
another and of many others; the pains and pleasures of
his species must become his own. The great instrument
of moral good is the imagination; and poetry administers
to the effect by acting upon the cause. Poetry enlarges
the imagination by replenishing it with thoughts of ever
new delight. {PP 487-8)
As Shelley admits in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, he has
"a passion for reforming the world," and to this end he has
tried in his poetry to familiarize the minds of his readers with
"beautiful idealisms of moral excellence" because he knows that
until the mind can love, and admire, and trust, and hope,
and endure, reasoned principles of moral conduct are
seeds cast upon the highway of life which the unconscious
passenger tramples into dust, although they would bear
the harvest of his happiness. (PP 135)
Prometheus is himself a beautiful idealism of moral excellence,
an example of heroic endurance and the refusal to despair. His
consort Asia is a personifcation of love. Together they bring
about a reform of the world, but this reform is one that the
drama can only incite us to imagine and strive for, not make
actual. To actualize it, as the poem's last lines remind us, we
must be prepared
To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite;
To forgive wrongs darker than Death or Night;
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To defy Power which seems Omnipotent:
To love, and bear; to hope, till Hope creates
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates. {PP 210)
But it is not only, and even not mainly, through the example
of its protagonists and the direct exhortation of Demogorgon
that Prometheus Unbound aims to contribute to the moral
revolution that will reform the world. It works on us above all
through its poetry, which includes the imaging of Prometheus
and Asia and the speech of Demogorgon, but is larger than any
such components of its total effect. "Poetry," we read in the
Defence,
strengthens that faculty which is the organ of the moral
nature of man [that is, the imagination], in the same
manner as exercise strengthens a limb....Poetry is ever
accompanied with pleasure: all spirits on which it falls,
open themselves to receive the wisdom which is mingled
with its delight....A great Poem is a fountain forever
overflowing with the waters of wisdom and de
light...Poetry ever communicates all the pleasure which
men are capable of of receiving: it is ever still the light of
life; the source of whatever of beautiful, or generous, or
true can have place in an evil time. {PP 486-500)
Poetry is the record of "visitations of thought and feel
ing...elevating and delightful beyond all expression": these
conditions of being, experienced by poets and by readers of
poetry alike, are "at war with every base desire" {PP 504-5).
Poetry is the polar opposite of selfishness and "is indeed
something divine": "Poetry and the principle of Self, of which
money is the visible incarnation, are the God and the Mammon
of the world" {PP 503).
According to Shelley, then, poetry communicates delight,
and wakens the imagination, which strengthens the moral
nature of the reader, who then contributes to the moral good
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of the world. The secret of morals is love, so the delight of
poetry strengthens the reader's ability to love. The reformed
world would be, or will be, one in which there is more love
and less selfishness: it will be governed by the spirit of poetry.
The role of the poet must consequently be a lofty one, even
though Shelley makes clear that the spirit of poetry is not
confined to writers of verse: and we may reasonably inquire
what qualifies a writer to deserve the name of poet. To
communicate love and delight the poet must feel these things
himself or herself, and no reader of Shelley can doubt that
despite his many troubles he experienced these positive
emotions abundantly and intensely. Was he born with this gift,
or did he acquire it.^ Something of both, no doubt, but he was
not inclined to neglect the importance of what he acquired.
"There is," he writes in the Preface to Laon and Cythna, "an
education peculiarly fitted for a Poet, without which genius and
sensibility can hardly fill the circle of their capacities...The
circumstances of my accidental education," he goes on, "have
been favourable to this ambition" {Works 34). He makes a list
of these circumstances, which include watching "passions which
rise and spread, and sink and change, amongst assembled
multitudes of men," visiting "the theatre of the more visible
ravages of tyranny and war," and conversing with "living men
of genius." But he heads the list with the influence of nature:
"I have been familiar from boyhood," he writes, "with
mountains and lakes, and the sea, and the solitude of forests:
Danger, which sports upon the brink of precipices, has been my
playmate. I have been a wanderer among distant fields. I have
sailed down mighty rivers, and seen the sun rise and set, and
the stars come forth, whilst I have sailed night and day down
a rapid stream among mountains." And when he speaks of the
poetry of ancient Greece and Rome, and modern Italy and his
own country, he says that they have been to him "like external
nature, a passion and an enjoyment [my italics]." He concludes
his curriculum vitae by saying that he has "looked upon the
beautiful and majestic scenery of the earth as common sources

Shelley's Revolutionary Animism

281

of those elements that it is the province of the Poet to embody
and covcA)mi){Works 35). So nature is essential to poetry, which
in turn is essential for the reformation of the world. Nothing,
it seems, is more central to Shelley's role as a poet with a
passion for reforming the world than his familiarity with nature
and his delight in it.
If Prometheus Unbound fits Shelley's own description of a
great Poem, a fountain overflowing with delight, it is in no
small measure due to its nature imagery and the way it makes
imaginatively present for the reader the whole living world,
from its volcanic depths to its mountain peaks, with planets and
stars around it, with dawn slowly breaking during Act I and the
arrival of Spring and daybreak together at the start of Act U.
Shelley tells us in the Preface that "the bright blue sky of
Rome, and the effect of the vigorous awakening of spring in
that divinest climate, and the new life with which it drenches
the spirits even to intoxication, were the inspiration of this
drama." [PP 133). Poetic inspiration, especially derived from
nature, is a central theme in Shelley's writings, and clearly
corresponded not only to a long literary tradition, but to vivid
personal experience. When the inspiration did not come
unsought he prayed and strove for it, as he prayed to and strove
with the West Wind:
Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is: ...
Be thou. Spirit fierce.
My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one! ...
Be through my lips to unawakened Earth
The trumpet of a prophecy! {PP 223)
Can Spring, or the world's reformation, be far behind.' Shelley
did not imagine that such inspiration was peculiar to him. The
Greeks, he wrote in a letter to Peacock in 1819, were "such
great Poets" because "they lived in a perpetual commerce with
external nature and nourished themselves upon the spirit of its
forms," just as Shelley himself did. In the same letter he writes.
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"they lived in harmony with nature, & the interstices of their
incomparable columns, were portals as it were to admit the
spirit of beauty which animates this glorious universe to visit
those whom it inspired." [Letters 73-4) This inspiration, he
believed, was the secret of their achievements not only in
poetry but in politics and philosophy.
So why did Shelley believe that intercourse with nature was
so crucial to poetry, and such a fecund source of inspiration?
The answer lies partly in the spirit of the times: all the great
Romantic poets are poets of nature. But this obvious fact is not
the whole answer, and to suppose that it is would be to
smother inquiry where it should begin. No two poets had
exactly the same relationship with nature: Shelley's nature is
not the same as Wordsworth's, Keats's, or Coleridge's nature,
nor for that matter Goethe's or Leopardi's. Insight into
Shelley's particular and individual relationship to nature can be
gained by glancing at the "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty" [PP
93-5), written the year before Laon and Cythna in 1816.
This poem records retrospectively what Shelley saw as the
moment when his career as poet and reformer really began, and
the Dedication to Laon and Cythna [Works 37-8) gives another
account of the same event. Putting the two versions together
we can summarize them thus: the poet recalls a day when he
was at school at Eton and "brooding deeply on the lot / Of
life." It was Spring, "that sweet time when winds are wooing /
All vital things that wake to bring / News of buds and
blossoming." It was "a fresh May-dawn," and the poet "walked
forth on the glittering grass." Suddenly, or so the "Hymn" tells
us, he had a kind of religious experience, what we may call an
epiphany—the "shadow of some unseen Power," variously
named as the "Spirit of BEAUTY," "awful LOVELINESS," and
"Intellectual Beauty," fell on the poet. He "shrieked, and
clasped [his] hands in extacy," and wept. At that moment he
vowed to dedicate himself to this Spirit and all that belonged to
it, he would do his best to be "wise, / And just," and arm
himself by study for the struggle against the forces of darkness.
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Writing the "Hymn" in 1816, six years after leaving Eton,
"with beating heart and streaming eyes," he reflects that he has
kept the vow, keeping company with the spirit throughout
many nights of "studious zeal or love's delight." And whenever
"joy illumed [his] brow" it was always linked with the hope
that the Spirit would "free / This world from its dark slavery."
It is evident from these lines that joy itself is, for Shelley, a
revolutionary force. That Nature was essential to his epiphany,
the source of this joy, is never directly stated, but everywhere
implied. If Spring is not important to the event then the
description of it in both accounts is redundant, and in the
"Hymn" the effects of the spirit are systematically compared to
natural phenomena such as clouds at evening, rainbows, and
moonlight shining from behind a mountain or on a stream.
The result is to make the association of nature with the Spirit
and the Power, and with Shelley's life-changing epiphany,
imaginatively irresistible. The win^ that brought news of buds
and blossoming also brought news of an inner awakening in the
adolescent poet.
With this poem we must begin to engage with an intuitive,
even a mystical dimension in Shelley's relationship to nature.
It is true that the religious language of the "Hymn" owes
something to literary convention and something, too, to
Shelley's rhetorical strategy: one of his aims in the poem is to
subvert Christianity by borrowing its intensities to adorn an
other-than-Christian deity. But when that has been said, we are
still left with the record of a momentous personal experience
that cannot be rationalized away. Shelley was himself
vigorously rational and philosophically sceptical. Even in the
"Hymn" he makes no claim to be able to define the Power that
lies behind his experience; it remains itself unseen, perceived
only by its effects. Its shadow falls fleetingly on "each human
heart and countenance": it is the "messenger of sympathies, /
That wax and wane in lovers' eyes," and it is "nourishment" to
human thought. But on the memorable Spring morning when
it transfigured the poet, he intuited the existence of a single
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source for these various transient illuminations. The source
itself, the unseen Power, the Spirit of Beauty, was not itself
transient but a permanent principle of life. Strong in that new
conviction, the poet had found a standard under which to give
battle to the previously invincible-seeming forces of despair:
doubt, chance and mutability, slavery, tyranny, and strife.
Spring, the season of Nature's regeneration, held a promise of
regeneration for mankind as well.
Other epiphanies in which a similar Spirit or Power
manifested itself in a natural setting crowded on Shelley in his
first year in Italy. Of these one of the most important is
recorded in the "Lines written among the Euganean Hills,"
which describe how the poet watches the sun climb to its
meridian and feels that he and the surrounding landscape are
"interpenetrated...by the glory of the sky...love, light,
harmony" {PP 110). A similar experience is given to a young
woman in Rome in the fragmentary prose narrative "The
Colosseum," and the flowery ruins, open to the sky, are taken
by her blind father as a "prophecy" of what Love, a presiding
deity that he invokes while lifting his sightless eyes to the
noonday sun, may have decreed that man should become.®
Shelley's note to the fragment and his letters make it clear that
his own reactions to the scene sympathize with those of his
characters.
I have treated these and related texts more fully elsewhere:®
suffice it to say here that Shelley's Italian epiphanies confirmed
a trend in his thought also fed by his reading of Holbach,
Wordsworth, Plato, and Erasmus Darwin, and by that early
acquaintance with the beauty and majesty of nature that was so
essential to a poet's education. This trend was toward the
conviction that love, sometimes seen as emanating from a divine
source beyond the realm of appearances, often felt to be
' Shelley's Prose: Or the Trumpet of a Prophecy, ed. David Lee Clark (London:
Fourth Estate, 1988), 217.
' "Shelley's Italian Epiphanies," in Horst Hohne, ed.. Romantic Discourses (Essen:
Die Blaue Eule Verlag, 1994), 238-59.
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descending from the sky, permeates and unites all beings in the
natural world, even those normally thought of as inanimate. If
nature is permeated by love, or seems so to Shelley, we have
our answer to the question why nature was so important to a
poet who wished to help reform the world by strengthening his
readers' ability to love their fellow beings. And the pleasure
communicated by poetry is the delight inseparable from love.
Already in Queen Mab, written maybe no more than a year
or two after his transfiguration by the unseen Power at Eton,
the Fairy Queen declares that Nature's soul has "strung [life's
smallest chord] to unchanging unison" and "filled the meanest
worm that crawls in dust / With spirit, thought, and love."^ In
the unreformed world man's corrupt social institutions are all
that keep him from being part of this universal harmony. In
Prometheus Unbound, Asia, who represents love, is transfigured
after the liberation of Prometheus and fills the world—which
the whole drama makes us feel is the entire natural world, not
a narrowly human world—with light. Panthea, who has shared
with her and Prometheus their long sufferings, tells her:
nor is it I alone.
Thy sister, thy companion, thine own chosen one.
But the whole world which seeks thy sympathy. {PP 178)
Asia replies that love is as common as light, and though familiar
is never wearying: "It makes the reptile equal to the God." We
may reflect that love is not quite as common as that in the
world we know, but that is because in our world Promethus
remains to be liberated, and during his captivity love, which at
Asia's Venusian uprise burst from her and filled "the living
world" "like the atmosphere of the sun's fire" {PP 178), is
eclipsed by grief. The personified Earth is also overshadowed
by this same misery; her bosom is "wan" and she produces
' The Poems of Shelley, ed. Geoffrey Matthews and Kelvin Everest (London;
Longman, 1989), I, 302. Hereafter cited in the text as PS.
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poison and disease (PP 187). After Prometheus has been
unbound, life and joy and the warmth of immortal youth
circulate once more through her "withered, old, and icy frame."
{PP 186) Her breath, the steamy exhalations that produced
madness during the Titan's captivity, now
circles round
Like the soft waving wings of noonday dreams.
Inspiring calm and happy thoughts. {PP 188)
Such thoughts had dissipated the gloom of Shelley's own spirit
in a noonday dream among the Euganean Hills. According to
the Spirit of the Hour, at the moment of Jupiter's dethrone
ment
There was a change...the impalpable thin air
And the all-circling sunlight were transformed
As if the sense of love dissolved in them
Had folded itself round the sphered world. {PP 191-2)
The Spirit can now see into the mysteries of the universe, and
finds that despite there being less outward difference in the
world than the mighty change felt within, human beings have
put off their evil nature, and Earth has become like Heaven.
Neither
pride
Nor jealousy nor envy nor ill shame.
The bitterest of those drops of treasured gall.
Spoil the sweet taste of the nepenthe, love. {PP 193)
This is the fulfilment of the prophecy that the Old Man felt to
be embodied in the majestic ruins of the Colosseum, the
prophecy of what Love may have decreed that man should
become.
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The idea that even the simplest living forms experience love,
which makes the Reptile equal to the God, is expressed again in
Adonais-.
All baser things pant with life's sacred thirst;
Diffuse themselves; and spend in love's delight
The beauty and the joy of their renewed might. {PP 397)
This example makes it clear that what Shelley calls love is in
part sexual. Though he made a distinction between love and
what he called cold sensualism, which he deplored, whenever he
refers to the reproductive faculty in the animal and vegetable
kingdoms, he is willing to call it love, and he had read Erasmus
Darwin's The Loves of the Plants.^ But sexual love is part of a
larger universal love, which includes all forms of imaginative
sympathy and desire, and derives from an all-encompassing
power, which in Adonais is
that sustaining Love
Which through the web of being blindly wove
By man and beast and earth and air and sea.
Burns bright or dim, as each are mirrors of
The fire for which all thirst. {PP 406)
It is that Power
Which wields the world with never wearied love.
Sustains it from beneath, and kindles it above. {PP 402)
In material terms, it is the earth that sustains life from beneath,
and the sun that kindles it above, but these lines make plain
that for Shelley there is a single Power beyond these agents.
' See Desmond King-Hele, "Shelley and Erasmus Darwin," in Shelley Revalued:
Essays from the Gregynog Conference, ed. K. Everest (Leicester: Leicester University
Press, 1983), 129-46.
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Nevertheless, he pays abundant homage to the sun: for
example, as we have seen, in the "Lines written among the
Euganean Hills" and the "Colosseum" fragment. The earth's
sustaining power is celebrated in Prometheus Unbound, where
the Earth declares herself to be the Mother of Prometheus and
of all living things, participating in their joys and miseries {PP
140).
Shelley's phrase "the web of being," with its image of a
finely reticulated and patterned network of life, is a brilliant
image of what we now call an ecosystem, though the word was
not available to Shelley: even its parent-word, "ecology," was
not coined till 1866. Ecology is the study of the relationships
between animals and plants and the environment in which they
live. An ecosystem is a network of interacting life-forms in a
particular place, together with the place itself—the soil, the
sunlight, the climate and the weather. A garden or a field pr a
tract of untended land is an ecosystem, and all the ecosystems
on earth make up one inclusive ecosystem known to modern
science as the biosphere. An ecosystem, unless it is humanly
cultivated, is not built up by the conscious intention of its
constituents, and even a gardener's or farmer's control is
limited. An ecosystem is rather, as Shelley writes, woven
blindly by men and animals and by the earth and the, air.
Every living thing pursues its own ends: but in this pursuit,
according to Shelley, it mirrors more or less brightly the fire
for which all thirst, a sustaining love. This is the Power that
controls the whole biosphere, and unlike its constituent
elements it is not blind; at any rate it is an entelechy, a form
toward which the living beings of the biosphere are striving. If
we discount Shelley's belief in a permeating love as being
fanciful or as some might say "hopelessly romantic," we close
ourselves to a great deal of the power of his poetry, but we are
still left with a vision of nature, which, because of its ecological
grasp, speaks to our contemporary concern with nature as an
interdependent community, of which we are part, and which
our own activities can damage or preserve.
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Modern ecology is not only a science: it is also a politics,
and for many it has a spiritual as well as an emotional
dimension. Rational self-interest now warns us to treat Nature
with respect, but collectively it is a warning we are slow in
heeding. A growing international movement would have us
rediscover, and act on, a love for the natural world which
recognizes all living forms and even all matter as sacred. The
American theologian Matthew Fox, for example, in a public
discussion with the British environmental campaigner Jonathan
Porritt, has argued that in thinking about our collective
relationship to the environment we must go beyond the idea of
mere stewardship, which implies the hierarchical supremacy of
human beings; we must recognize, as Buddhists do, that all
living things, even all material things, are equally sacred
manifestations of the divine principle.' To motivate people to
respect the environment, says Fox, we must appeal not to guilt,
nor to self-interest, but rather to joy, the joyful delight in the
realization of a sacred universe.
The ecological movement contains a broad spectrum of
opinion, and not all, perhaps in relative terms not many, of its
adherents would accept Fox's Shelleyan mysticism, though Fox
does have a considerable following. For many ecologists, as for
many literary scholars who as a group are deeply suspicious of
mysticism, the rigors of mechanistic science provide the only
acceptable measure of truth and seriousness. Even granted that
Shelley's ecology may, as I have ai^ued, have some scientific
merit, how might such people come to think calmly, let alone
kindly, of the joyful love that for Shelley permeates the
ecological world.^
The idea that there is a controlling power underpinning the
ecosystems of the natural world is not as alien to modern
science as one might expect. According to the biologist Rupert
' Matthew Fox, Creation-Centred Spirituality; A Spirituality to Heal the Planet,
respecting the Integrity of Creation. A dialogue with Jonathan Porritt, Director of
Friends of the Earth, sponsored by the Schumacher Society, St James's Church,
Piccadilly, July 4, 1990 (Kerygma Tapes: 0705 833488).
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Sheldrake in his book The Rebirth of Nature, published in 1990,
there is a resurgent though still controversial animism in
modern science, which treats all nature as alive, as Shelley
doesd°
Animism is defined in the Shorter Oxford Dictionary as "the
doctrine of the anima mundi:...the doctrine that the phenomena
of animal life are produced by an immaterial anima or soul,
distinct from matter...the attribution of a living soul to
inanimate objects and natural phenomena...by extension:
Spiritualism: the belief in the existence of the soul or spirit
apart from matter." The progressive eclipse of this animism, in
Sheldrake's account, became total in the mechanistic model of
the universe that has now been dominant for 200 years.
According to this model, nature is not alive in any strict sense:
it is no more alive than a machine—it is a machine, and a
machine without a ghost. But Sheldrake argues that this
mechanistic model was always flawed because of fundamental
issues that it failed to address, and he shows that during the last
60 years more and more developments within science have
challenged its ascendancy. It is these developments that he
represents as a new animism, a rediscovery that the earth and
the universe it is part of are alive: a rebirth of nature.
Some of these neo-animistic developments bear labels familiar
to many non-scientific readers: the uncertainty principle,
quantum mechanics, chaos theory, the Gaia Hypothesis of
James Lovelock. Others are less familiar, such as the
mathematical models called attractors and the important holistic
or organismic systems theory:
The holistic theory in effect treats all nature as alive, and
in this respect represents an updated version of pre-mechanistic animism. From this point of view, even crystals,
molecules and atoms are organisms. They are not made
Rupert Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature: The Greening of Science and God
London: Rider, 1990). Hereafter cited in the text as RN.
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up of inert atoms of matter, as in old-style atomism.
Rather, as modern physics itself has shown, they are
structures of activity, patterns of energetic activity within
fields. In the words of the philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead: "Biology is the study of the larger organisms,
whereas physics is the study of the smaller organisms."
And in the light of modern cosmology, physics is also the
study of the all-embracing cosmic organism, and of the
galactic, stellar and planetary organisms that have evolved
within it. {RN 80)
Sheldrake does not use the words "spirit" or "soul" in this
passage, but elsewhere in his book he discusses ideas of the soul
at length and suggests that the modern concept of the field is
very like the Aristotelean and the mediseval conception of the
soul (AA 70). In modern science the field is an all-encompassing
and all-pervading reality, like the "soul" that in Queen Mob is
asserted to be "throughout this varied and eternal world...the
only e\ement"{PS 304):
The subsequent history of science [i.e., since Faraday] has
involved a progressive extension of the field concept to all
the natural phenomena that used to be explained in terms
-of souls...In this context, it is significant that the
contemporary conception of a primary unified field, a
cosmic field of fields, bears a strong resemblance to the
neo-Platonic conception of the world soul.
The
philosopher Plotinus in the third century AD thought of
this cosmic soul as the source of all the souls within it:
"There is both Soul and many souls. From the one Soul
proceed a multiplicity of different souls." Modern unified
field theories can be paraphrased in a parallel manner:
"There is both the one Field and many fields. From the
one Field proceed a multiplicity of different fields." {RN
66, 106)
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In the early 1960s James Lovelock was employed on an
American project to try to determine whether life was possible
on the planet Mars." This work led him to the realization that
even on Earth it was, for good scientific reasons, almost
infinitely improbable that the conditions that sustain life should
have been not only produced but maintained for so long by
mere chance. He was driven to suppose that some larger power
kept all the interacting ecosystems of the biosphere in the
necessary balance. The only candidate was the Earth itself,
which as in Prometheus Unbound, either is, or behaves exactly
like, a single self-regulating living being, of which all other
living beings are constituent parts as well as offspring. After
discussion with the novelist William Golding, who reminded
him of the Mother Earth deities in the animistic religions of the
ancient world. Lovelock named the living earth Gaia. Scientific
opinion is divided as to the merits of the Gaia hypothesis, but
it is not the hare-brained notion of some scientifically illiterate
amateur with a mystical bent: Lovelock had proved his
scientific distinction before developing the theory for which he
is most famous.
The Gaia hypothesis makes Shelley's personification of the
Earth look more meaningful than a mere example of fanciful
literary mythologizing, and Lovelock's idea of a larger purpose
underlying the blind strivings of individual beings is an
interesting parallel to Shelley's conviction that love sustains all
life from beneath and kindles it above. The unified field theory
outlined by Sheldrake, and the analogy he draws with the
world-soul of Plotinus, is equally suggestive. But it must be
acknowledged that neither Lovelock's Gaia, nor the unified
field, is quite the same as, though it may be quite compatible
with, Shelley's sustaining love. And in any case Lovelock's idea
has not, at any rate not yet, been granted the universal
acceptance that is accorded for example to the work of Einstein.
" J. E. Lovelock, Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1979; rvsd. 1987).
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Very little scientific work is absolutely beyond controversy, but
some is more controversial than others: Charles Darwin is
controversial still, but Lovelock is more so. The unified field
theory is quite fashionable, but remains a theory: and some of
Sheldrake's ideas are more fiercely disputed even than
Lovelock's.
Let us acknowledge then that many people, perhaps most,
will not be able to take Shelley's depiction of an ecosystem
permeated by love as literally true. This does not exempt or
excuse students of Shelley from seeing that it has a central place
in his system of thought and poetry. If we wish to understand
the sources of his remarkable tenacity in holding before us, in
spite of all the discouragements that faced him and that face us,
the possibility of a better world, more joyful and more loving,
the vision that makes a strong claim on our attention still, we
must see that his belief in a benevolent power underlying the
natural world was crucially sustaining to him. We should also
recognize that the exposition of this vision is interwoven with
all his other themes in much of his greatest and most pleasur
able poetry; it is essential to the larger prophecy that is
constituted by the corpus of his work. From beyond the grave
he still ui^es us to confront despair and tragedy with a love and
joy nourished by both nature and poetry. In writing Keats's
epitaph in Adonais, as has often been remarked, he wrote his
own:
He is made one with Nature: there is heard
His voice in all her music, from the moan
Of thunder, to the song of night's sweet bird;
He is a presence to be felt and known
In darkness and in light, from herb and stone.
Spreading itself where'er that Power may move
Which has withdrawn his being to its own:
Which wields the world with never-wearied love.
Sustains it from beneath, and kindles it above.
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He is a portion of the loveliness
Which once he made more lovely: he doth bear
His part, while the one Spirit's plastic stress
Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling there.
All new successions to the forms they wear;
Torturing th' unwilling dross that checks its flight
To its own likeness, as each mass may bear;
And bursting in its beauty and its might
From trees and beasts and men into the Heaven's light.
(PP 402)

